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Swanton: The Landing Place of De Soto

THE LANDING PLACE OF DE SOTO
By R. S W A N T O N
It admits of no reasonable doubt that the place
where Hernando de Soto’s army landed, at the end
of May, 1539, was in Tampa Bay. Although I have
considered other possibilities carefully I shall not
enter upon a discussion of them in the present
article. But while there has been almost unanimous
agreement on this point, the exact location of the
landing place within the bay has given occasion for
very sharp differences of opinion for over a hundred years and almost every possible site has been
made the basis for someone’s theory. Too many of
these hypotheses have been put forth without an
adequate study of the source materials, and the
earlier speculators were particularly handicapped
because they did have access to one of the most
important of all our documents bearing upon the
subject, the diary of Rodrigo Ranjel as preserved
in the Historia General of Oviedo
The data from this diary and that in De Soto’s
letter to the Justice and Board of Magistrates of
Santiago de Cuba, written at his headquarters in
Tampa Bay on July 9, 1539, constitute our most
important body of information.
Second in importance is the narrative of the Gentleman of Elvas
and the small amount of material to be gathered
from Biedma. Far inferior to these is the romantically couched narrative of the Inca, Garcilaso de la
1. Although I have gone back to the Spanish editions whenever necessary for my own use, the references to Biedma,
Ranjel, and the Letter of De Soto are to the published
translations edited by Edward Gaylord Bourne which are
the ones most readily available to students (New York,
1904, 1922; London, 1905) For the Elvas material, although
this work is also contained in the Bourne editions, I refer
to the elegant edition of the Florida State Historical Society
translated from the Portuguese and edited by Dr. James A.
Robertson (De Land, Florida, 1933).
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Vega, which must be used with the greatest care,
yet not entirely ignored
If we piece together the material from these
several sources, we obtain the following picture of
the landing.
De Soto’s fleet, consisting of five ships (naos),
two caravels (caravelas), and two pinnaces (vergantines), and having evidently some small boats (bateles) attached to them, left Habana, Cuba, on Sunday, May 18, 1539, and came in sight of the land of
Florida just one week later, on Sunday, May 25
From De Soto’s letter we glean the invaluable fact
that they fell short of the port, and he gives the
distance as four or five leagues (about 1 0 . 5 - 1 3
miles) 4. This is confirmed by Ranjel who states
that when the vessels finally started to bear down
to the entrance of the port “they were four or five
leagues off."
Elvas says they anchored a league
from shore Ranjel two leagues, and the latter adds
that it was in “four fathoms of water or less."
If we are to reckon our distances from the southernmost entrance into Tampa Bay, this would be off
Longboat Key, assuming that the islands occupied
the same relative positions as today.
We have pretty good evidence that the topography
of the entrances to Tampa Bay has not changed
substantially during the past four hundred years
though certain minor alterations are indicated.
Juan Lopez de Velasco, whose description was writ2. No complete English translation of Garcilaso de la Vega’s
“La Florida” has been published. References are to the
Spanish edition of 1723, printed at Madrid.
3. Bourne, II, 51, 81; Robertson, 31.
4. Bourne, II, 160. The league was about 2.6 English miles.
5. Ibid., 53.
6. Robertson, 31.
7. Bourne, II, 51.
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ten between 1571 and 1574 says that there were
three islands at the lower end of the bay making
four entrances of which the two southernmost were
the shallower, the one to the south of the island
being a fathom in depth and that to the north a
fathom and a half. It is evident that the three
islands were Anna Maria Key, Passage Key, now
almost washed away, and Egmont Key. As Longboat Inlet is rather far south of Tampa Bay at the
present time it is possible that there was once
another opening through Anna Maria Key, though
the Portulano map of 1818 already calls this Isla
L a r g o . As some old Spanish maps of the 1 8 t h
century show a bar across Egmont Channel though
well outside, and we know that Passage Key was
formerly larger, there has perhaps been a slight
shift toward the north, and Southwest Channel may
once have been the most important of all. Although
Velasco speaks of the southernmost channel as a
passage for frigates (fragatas) in high water, it is
not believed that a fathom would have been sufficient for De S o t o ’s vessels and it is doubtful
whether a fathom and a half would have been.
Therefore, while I regard it as possible that De
Soto’s fleet came through Passage Key Inlet, I am
inclined to favor the Southwest Channel. Any argument as to the place of landing is not seriously affected in either case.
After anchoring, De Soto, the chief pilot Alonso
Martin, and Juan de Anasco went forward in a pinnace to examine the coast and locate the port of
which they were in search, one which Anasco had
selected the preceding winter. Failing to recognize
8. Juan Lopez de Valasco. Geografia y Descripcion Universal
de las Indias desde el Ano de 1571 al de 1574, publicado pro
primera vez en el Boletin de la Sociedad Geografia de Madrid,
con adiciones e ilustraciones por Don Justo Zaragoza. Madrid.
1894. I am indebted to Dr. Mark F. Boyd for having my
attention called to the work.
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it, they attempted to return to the vessels, but the
contrary wind, evidently blowing from the south or
southwest, prevented them so that “they cast anchor
near the land and went on shore, where they came
upon traces of many Indians and one of the large
cabins that are seen in the Indies and other small
ones. Later they were told that it was the village
of Ocita."
Next morning, Monday, May 26, De Soto and his
companions made another attempt to rejoin the rest
of the fleet. Baltasar de Gallegos, Chief Castellan,
seeing the pinnate “far to the leeward of the ships”
and laboring in vain to come up to them, shouted
to the Lieutenant Governor, Vasco Porcallo, to go
to his master’s assistance, and, when Porcallo failed
to hear, or at least failed to heed, ordered a large
caravel to weigh anchor and set out himself in her
to the relief of his commander.
By this time the identity of the harbor had been
established, the second pinnace was stationed at one
side of the channel, and Gallegos’s caravel on the
other side, in order that the rest of the fleet might
pass in between them, the Governor standing by in
his own p i n n a c e to see his orders carried out.
Moreover, “the Governor had to be there to show
them the way, because the chief pilot was in the
[other] pinnace and because there were many shallows.’’
Perhaps we are to understand that the
Governor’s pinnace sailed into the mouth of the
harbor repeatedly in front of each of the vessels.
“In spite of all their pains two of the ships scraped
bottom, but, as it was sandy, they received no
damage.”
The Ranjel narrative continues as follows:
“The ships entered the harbor constantly sounding the lead, and sometimes they scraped bottom,
9. Bourne, II, 51-52.
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but, as it was mud, they passed on. This took up five
days, during which they did not land except that
some men went ashore and brought water and forage
for the horses. Finally, since the ships with their
loads could not, on account of the shoals, proceed
to where the village lay, they anchored about four
leagues farther back.
“On Friday, May 30, they began to put the horses
ashore. . . . T h e General and some foot soldiers
went in the pinnaces to see the village; and a gentleman named Gomez Arias returned in one of them
and gave a good report of the country and likewise
told us how the people had gone away.“
The “‘General” referred to in the last paragraph
was Vasco Porcallo, not De Soto, and Elvas is in
error in stating that the latter went thither and remained, the army being led to the place by Luis de
Moscoso
We have De Soto’s own testimony in
support of Ranjel
Ranjel and Elvas agree that the horses and most
of the men were landed May 30, and De Soto himself states that he “ordered all the men and horses
to be landed on a beach.“ Elvas says “the camp
was established on the shore near the bay which
went up to the town,“ and Ranjel continues:
“On Trinity Sunday, June 1, 1539, this army
marched by land toward the village, taking as guides
four Indians that Johan de Anasco had captured
when in search of the harbor; and they lost their
bearings somewhat, either because the Christians
failed to understand the Indians or because the latter did not tell the truth. Thereupon the Governor
went ahead with some horsemen, but since they
10. Ibid., 52-55.
11. Robertson, 32. Elvas calls it “a town” but it is evidently
the same one.
12. Bourne, II. 160.
13. Ibid., 54-55, 160; Robertson, 31.
14. Robertson, 32.
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were unfamiliar with the land they wearied the
horses following deer and floundering in the streams
and swamps for twelve leagues till they found themselves opposite the village on the other side of the
roadstead of the harbor, which they could not pass
around, and that night worn out they slept scattered
about and not at all in order for war. During all
that week the ships gradually approached the village, being unloaded little by little with boats, and
in that way they took ashore all the clothes and
provisions which they carried.”
Elvas covers the same ground in these words:
“On the following day, Luis de Moscoso, maestre
de campo, set the men in order, those on horse in
three squadrons-the vanguard, the battle line, and
the rearguard-and in that way they marched that
day and the next, going around great mud flats
which come up from the bay. They arrived at the
town of Ucita, where the governor was, on Sunday,
June first, the day of the Trinity.“
He is in error, as we have seen, in assuming that
De Soto went to Ucita and remained there until
joined by his army under Luis de Moscoso. There
is, however, one point in which he seems to differ
from both De Soto and Ranjel but yet is almost
certainly right. De Soto and Ranjel state, or certainly imply, that the main army took only one day
to reach Ucita from their camp, namely Sunday,
June 1 It is true that Ranjel represents them as
unable to reach their objective that night and as
sleeping worn out and scattered about, yet he goes
on to speak of their actions next day as if they were
already in the village, without explaining how they
arrived. But since Elvas states that they reached
Ucita June 1 and De Soto at least implies it, we
15. Bourne, II, 55-56.
16. Robertson, 33.
17. Bourne, II, 55, 160.
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must suppose that something has been left out of
Ranjel’s narrative or that possibly the army was
transported across a narrow inlet (ancon) in the
small boats late on the 1st or early on the morning
of the 2d. Be that as it may, Elvas states plainly
that “all the men landed and only the seamen stayed
aboard” on May 30 while neither De Soto nor
Ranjel indicates that more than a small number of
foot soldiers were taken to Ucita in the pinnaces.
Elvas says one hundred were taken and a few of
these may have returned in the one pinnace which
brought back Gomez Arias Now, as the army
which marched to Ucita by land was made up of
infantry as well as cavalry, it is very unlikely that
they accomplished the journey of twelve leagues
(over 31 miles) in a single day under the conditions
indicated. And it is to be added that Ranjel is absolutely silent as to the movements of the army on
the 31st. I conclude, therefore, that they set out on
that date and that Elvas is correct when he says that
they marched that day and the next.
Although, as we have seen, the army is said to
have marched twelve leagues from the point of debarkation in order to reach the town, Elvas informs
us that the latter was only two leagues distant from
the first camp, and he is, in effect, confirmed by
Ranjel when he states that the fleet anchored about
four leagues back from the town We may assume
that the camp on shore was somewhat between the
two points. Right here Garcilaso appears to supply
a bit of confirmatory evidence since he says that the
town Ucita was “a little more than two leagues”
from the camp, only he thought that that was the
entire distance the Spaniards marched to reach it
18.
19.
20.
21.

Robertson, 31.
Ibid., 32.
Ibid., 31; Bourne, II, 54.
Gareilaso, 24.
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The following description of Ucita and the settlement of the Spaniards there is supplied by Elvas:
“The town consisted of seven or eight houses. The
chief’s house stood near the beach on a very high
hill which had been artificially built as a fortress.
At the other side of the town was the temple and
on top of it a wooden bird with its eyes gilded. Some
pearls, spoiled by fire and of little value, were found
there. The Indians bore them through in order to
string them for beads, which are worn around the
neck or arm, and they esteem them greatly. The
houses were of wood and were covered with palm
leaves. The Governor was lodged in the houses of
the chief and with him Vasco Porcallo and Luis de
Moscoso; and in the other houses which were located
in the middle of the town, the chief constable, Baltasar de Gallegos. And apart in the same houses
were placed the provisions carried in the ships. The
other houses and the temple were destroyed, and a
mess of every three or four built a small house in
which they were lodged. The land round about was
greatly encumbered and choked with a vast and
lofty forest. The governor ordered it to be cut down
for the space of a crossbow-shot about the town, in
order that the horses might run and the Christians
have the advantage of the Indians if the latter should
by chance try to attack them by night. They posted foot soldiers as sentinels, in couples at each position along the roads and at proper places, who stood
watch for four hours. The horsemen visited them
and were ready to aid them if there should be an
alarm. "
A little farther on he says that “the land was
swampy and in many parts covered with very lofty
and thick woods.“
22. Robertson, 33-34.
23. Ibid., 35.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol16/iss3/4

8

Swanton: The Landing Place of De Soto

157
Another item bearing on the topography in the
neighborhood of this town is furnished by the story
of Lobillo’s expedition into the country as related
This was undertaken on
by Elvas and Ranjel
June 4, the same day as that on which Gallegos’s
detachment discovered Juan Ortiz, the future interpreter. Gallegos had both cavalry and infantry
but Lobillo’s force was of infantry only because
they were to be sent “over a swampy land, where
the horsemen could not go.” “A half league from
camp,’’ that is from Ucita, they “came upon some
Indian huts near the river,” and captured four
women but were attacked by twenty warriors and
so hard pressed that they were forced to retire to
the camp with the loss of one man killed and several
wounded. The above items are from Elvas. Ranjel
tells substantially the same story except that he
says only two women were captured and only nine
warriors came in pursuit. The two differ also in
an item germane to our present purpose, that is,
the distance between the camp of the Indians and
the headquarters of the Spaniards. Elvas says it
was only half a league, but Ranjel clearly implies
that it was at least three leagues.
Another point which concerns us is the position of
the town and River of Mococo relative to the port,
De Soto’s headquarters. De Soto camped on the
banks of the River of M o c o c o with his main
army the first night after he left the port
on his way inland, on July 15 It was, therefore, within one day’s march. G a r c i l a s o says
that the town of M o c o c o , presumably near the
river, was eight leagues from the port, in
one place implying eight or nine While he is the
least trustworthy of our authorities and I shall use
24. Robertson, 36-38; Bourne II, 58.
25. Bourne, II, 3.
26. Garcilaso, 27-28, 38.
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him sparingly, in this case he is supported by a
closer study of the route as a whole and by the
direct testimony of Biedma who says that the town
where Ortiz had been living, that is, the town of
Mococo, was "some eight leagues distant from the
However , since eight leagues would
harbor."
mean a rather long day’s march for infantry and
we wish to treat the subject fairly, we will suppose
it to have been any distance between four and eight
leagues (about 10-20 miles). That the people of
Mococo had access to the sea is shown by Elvas’s
statement that news of approaching Spanish vessels
was brought to their chief by “some Indians who
were fishing in the sea, two leagues from the town,"
and as the army passed it on their way to the Apalachee province, it evidently lay to the north of the
port.
Let us now see what evidence these facts contain
regarding the location of De Soto’s landing place
and the town where he established himself previous
to moving inland.
Since the scene of the landing and early adventures of De Soto’s predecessor, Narvaez, was undoubtedly Pinellas Peninsula, and Elvas informs us
that Ucita enticed Ortiz and his companion ashore
by means of a letter supposed to have been written
by Narvaez we might be led to suppose that De
Soto’s port was also there. But, apart from some
uncertainties attaching to the narrative, its value
in this connection is destroyed by the further statement of Elvas three years after Ortiz had been
captured Mococo “came and burned the town,” and
“Ucita went in flight to another town he had in
another seaport.“
27.
28.
29.
30.

Bourne, II, 63.
Robertson, 44-45.
Ibid., 39-40.
Ibid., 42.
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The first significant fact to which I would now
call attention is the river of Mococo. This evidently barred the northward march of the army and was
sufficiently formidable to make it advisable, even if
not absolutely necessary, to construct two bridges
on which to cross. Now, the only rivers large enough
to qualify in this connection are the H i l l s b o r o ,
Alafia, Little Manatee, and Manatee. There is no
stream of the required proportions barring an advance northward from Pinellas or Interbay peninsulas. The Anclote would be deep enough if we
suppose our Spaniards to have gone out of their
way to cross it far down but they were bound toward the swampy regions of the Withlacoochee as
the later history of the expedition shows and, if they
were marching toward it from the west side of the
bay would easily, and certainly, have avoided the
Anclote altogether. The Hillsboro might have been
crossed if they had gone out of their way to make
themselves more work by crossing it low down and
recrossing it higher up. (See sketch map.)
Of the four rivers mentioned one, the Manatee,
is excluded by the fact that it is too near the sea.
There would not have been space enough between
it and any probable site of De Soto’s port even if
his first day’s journey is placed at the minimum.
If this bit of testimony is accepted, therefore, De
Soto’s port must be placed on the east side of the
bay and somewhere south of Hillsboro River. It
may be considered probable that it was not close
to the mouth of any of these as there is no hint that
the army was marching parallel to a river, but too
much must not be made of that probability.
A second significant point is the location of the
town called by Ranjel Ocita which De Soto saw on
the evening of the very day on which the fleet made
land. Having ventured ahead along the coast in
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a pinnace, as have seen, accompanied by the chief
pilot and Anasco, in order to locate the port previously selected by the last mentioned, he was forced
to anchor for the night and came close to, but evidently did not enter, a settlement which they learned later was “the village of O c i t a . “ But while
Ranjel specifically states that the chief of the territory on which they landed was named Ocita we
learn that the town called by that name was distinct
from the one in which the Spaniards settled. This
is made clear by a later passage in Ranjel’s narrative which reads as follows:
“So then, continuing his conquest, he (De Soto)
ordered General Vasco Porcallo de Figueroa to go
to Ocita because it was reported that people had
come together there; and this captain having gone
there, he found the people departed and he burned
the village and threw an Indian, which he had for
a guide, to the dogs. . . .In this way this Indian
guide was killed because he lied and guided badly.“
This was after the Spaniards had settled at the
place they call “the port, ” the Ucita of Elvas, which
was not burned until it was abandoned the following November after about five months occupancy
Nevertheless, it is clear that the chief of both towns
was the same man and that one of the. towns, the one
first visited by De Soto, was close to and within
plain sight of the sea near the mouth of Tampa Bay.
When it is remembered that the Mococo tribe had
access to a part of the bay the fact that the Ocita
chief had a town close to the sea renders it in the
last degree unlikely that he had another at the head
of Old Tampa or Hillsboro, or indeed many miles
from the first.
31. Bourne, II, 52.
32. Ibid., 54.
33. Ibid., 59-60.
34. Ibid., 81.
35. Robertson, 44-45.
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Next, the story of Porcallo’s Ocita enterprise
clearly indicates an expedition by land. Immediately afterward there is mention of an expedition
by sea to break up a gathering of Indians It is
a safe assumption, therefore, that Porcallo reached
Ocita overland. This is also indicated by mention
of a guide and the use of dogs. Neither would be
necessary if this town had been on one of the small
keys, and there the guide would hardly have had
much opportunity to mislead them. Probably, then,
Ocita was on the mainland; on the same side of the
bay as the port and could be reached overland.
It is also highly probable in the light of these facts
that this town was on the south side of the entrance,
first because the vessels made land and came to
anchor about four leagues below it and because it
is assumed that they would be most likely to avail
themselves of the nearest adequate entrance on that
side, and secondly because it is quite unlikely that
De Soto’s pinnace drifted as far north as Point
Pinellas, the first possible site for a town on the
mainland to the north. In order not to be carried
too far to leeward, the pinnace had anchored close
to shore, the object of its occupants was to examine
the entrances and locate the port, and it is quite
unlikely that it would have drifted to Point Pinellas
or that, having done so, it would have been in plain
sight next morning-laboring unsuccessfully to come
up with the ships eleven or twelve miles south of
Egmont Key at the very least. The natural inference is that the officers sought refuge in behind
Anna Maria Key or whatever corresponded to it
in the 16th century, landed near Palma Sola Point,
and observed the town of Ocita somewhere in that
neighborhood, perhaps near by, perhaps as far off
as Snead Island where are two town sites.
36. Bourne, II, 60-62.
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So far as they go, therefore, these two points
bring us to the east side of the bay and to the neighborhood of the entrance.
We now have to consider how far into Tampa Bay
the narratives indicate that De Soto’s vessels penetrated before a landing was made. The landfall
occurred on May 25, and on the 26th the ships began entering one of the channels into the bay, setting sail from their night anchorage four or five
leagues (10.5-13 miles) to the south. There were
many shallows and in spite of all their pains two
of the ships scraped bottom. Right after this Ranjel
“The ships entered the harbor constantly
says:
sounding the lead, and sometimes they scraped bottom, but, as it was mud, they passed on. This took
up five days, during which they did not land except
that some men went ashore and brought water and
forage for the horses." Those who have attempted
to find De Soto’s landing place far up either of the
two arms of the bay, have assumed that during this
time the fleet was advancing rapidly inland. But in
the first place, because Bourne has chosen to make
the last quotation begin a new paragraph, it is assumed, that we have a different phase of the entrance involved. Actually Oviedo’s text contains no
such separation and it may be interpreted as a mere
repetition and continuation of what has been said
regarding the entrance. Moreover, De Soto’s letter
speaks of only three days instead of five and, on
examining Ranjel’s own text, we discover that in
his five days he includes the’ day of entering and
the day of landing, May 26 and 30. Any claim that
De Soto landed far up the bay must depend upon
how much ground, or rather water, the vessels covered from the 27th to the 29th, with mere fragments
37. Ibid., 54.
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TAMPA BAY
The supposed approach of De Soto’s vessels and march of the
army overland are shown by the dotted lines.
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of the other two. Now, I think the text indicates
that they were proceeding slowly over shallow water.
“They sometimes scraped bottom” and there is no
intimation of a channel allowing relatively free
movement as if they had been in the main Tampa
channel. Moreover, De Soto says that in making
his reconnaissance and in entering, not the port but
“the mouth of the port,” they were detained the

three days

Immediately after this, however, De Soto makes

a statement which might be interpreted to mean that

his objective was at the innermost end of Hillsboro
Bay or Old Tampa Bay. It is the only valid evidence demanding such an interpretation and therefore deserves careful consideration. After the passage above quoted, De S o t o says, according to
Buckingham Smith, that they were detained the
three days for another reason, “because we had no
knowledge of the passage-a bay that runs up a
dozen leagues or more from the sea,” and he adds
a bit later that on account of the delay he was obliged to send his Lieutenant-General, Vasco Porcallo
de Figueroa, in the pinnaces “to take possession of
a town at the end of the bay.“ 39 This at once suggests the full length of Tampa Bay and a town at
the inner end. Buckingham Smith’s translation was
made by him from a copy of the original certified
by Munoz and in the Munoz collection at Madrid.
What has become of the original is unknown, but
the Spanish of the copy reads:
“i tambien por no estar instrutos en la canal que
es un ancon que entra doze leguas i mas en la mar,
tuvimos tanta dilacion que tuve necesidad de embiar
a Vasco Porcallo de Figueroa mi lugar Teniente
General en los vergantines a tomar un pueblo
questava al cabo del ancon.”
38. Ibid., 160.
39. Ibid.
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Now, an ancon is defined by the Dictionary of the
Spanish Academy as an “ensenada pequena en que
se puede fondear, a small bay (or roadstead) which
can be sounded,” and I submit that Tampa Bay,
although it is a relatively shallow body of water,
hardly answers to the description of an ensenada
pequena. The only other time when the word ancon
is employed by one of these writers is in speaking
of a roadstead which constituted a mere pocket on
one side of the bay. Biedma calls Tampa "Baya
Honda,” “Deep Bay,” meaning presumably that it
ran far inland. Another peculiarity of De Soto’s
text is that the Spanish reads en la mar, whereas
the translation would presuppose de la mar, and the
translation called for as the text stands, is “because
we had no knowledge of the channel which is a roadstead which runs a dozen leagues into the sea.”
There are three possible explanations of this. Either
tierra should be understood instead of mar, and the
ancon does refer to the entire length of Tampa Bay,
or De Soto means that the shallow water with its
channel ran twelve leagues into the sea, a wild exaggeration of course, or dos has been miscopied
doze, and De Soto meant to say that the shallow
water with channel enclosed ran two leagues, or
about five miles, out into the Gulf. I submit that
dos is a more probable miscopy of doze than mar
is of tierra or en of de. The substitution would
make sense although even so the shoals hardly extend that far. In that case we should not be obliged
to assume an ancon extending twelve leagues inland.
At any rate De Soto evidently means that they were
held back, not in time but in space, by shallows between the vessels and the town so that only the two
light-draught pinnaces could reach it.
It has already been pointed out that the port was
40. Ibid.
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at a comparatively short distance from the point
of debarkation in a direct line but that between the
two were deep inlets which made it necessary for
the army to detour widely. The nearness of the
town to the first camp is also supported by what the
chroniclers tell us of the expedition of Porcallo,
probably accompanied by De Soto, to look at and
occupy it. The two pinnaces were employed in this
reconnaissance. We know that they went on the evening of the 30th and it is clearly implied by Ranjel
that one pinnace returned that night It must have
Seen early on the 31st at the latest. The events of
those first few days clearly imply that the town
where they proposed to make their headquarters was
very near if not in plain sight. We must, therefore,
find a place on the coast where a good landing on a
beach is provided, a town five or six miles higher
up the bay, and intervening arms of the sea that
would require a circuit of over thirty miles. Another
requirement is a town site which, after this circuit
had been made, would be found on the far side of a
roadstead. It is interesting to note that Ranjel, De
Soto’s secretary, here uses the same word ancon
that was employed by his chief in the enigmatical
phrases above quoted. We now have to look for a
spot on Tampa Bay which presents us with this
situation.
There are many places where a direct line between
an anchorage and a site on shore would be considerably shorter than the distance that would have to be
covered by a party following the coast on foot or
horseback, but in few places is such an extreme detour demanded as the one here indicated. An
anchorage at St. Petersburg and march overland to
the old Weeden Island site would not yield any such
contrast, nor an anchorage at Rocky Point and
41. Ibid., 55; Robertson, 32.
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journey round the head of Old Tampa Bay to Safety
Harbor. The direct distance is far too long and the
necessary march far too short. One can, of course,
imagine an army losing its way and circling about
for any number of leagues one chooses, but Elvas
gives as the main reason for the detour the necessity of “going around great mud flats which come up
from the bay.” In Hillsboro Bay there could have
been no reason for landing on the east side to march
the army to the easily approachable Interbay Peninsula, and there would have been almost as little
reason in landing on Interbay Peninsula to march
around to the east side since the channel between
Dulaney Creek and Alafia River is nearer that side
than the other.
One may freely admit the possibility of unaccountable wanderings at some point on the coast where
the landing might seem most improbable but it is of
little value to play fast and loose with possibilities
when there is an explanation of the location of the
port and the movements of the Spaniards which is
intelligible and accounts for nearly everything in a
sufficiently satisfactory manner. This situation occurs on the east side of Tampa Bay near the sea.
The landing place that I suggest is on Shaw Point
just where Buckingham Smith, the great Hispanic
student, placed it
My principal difference with
Smith is that he extends De Soto’s route immediately inland from there as if the port of Ucita were at
the same place whereas I identify this latter with the
large town site on Terra Ceia Island. The course of
events would then be much as follows. Coming to
land below the entrances into Tampa Bay, the first
passable channel would probably have been used,
The three or more days during which the explorers
were entering the bay were employed solely in get42. Buckingham Smith, Letter of Hernando de Soto and Memoir
of Hernando de Escalante Fontaneda. Washington, 1854. Map.
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ting the big ships through, one after the other, and
in moving them cautiously toward the Terra Ceia
town already located and identified by Anasco. Finding that the water was too shoal in front of Terra
Ceia, they landed their horses, necessary equipment,
and themselves on the nearest conspicuous beach
which happened to be at Shaw Point. From there
Porcallo, taking a hundred men with him in the two
pinnaces, went to view the town, and, finding that
it had been abandoned by its inhabitants, remained
there but dispatched one pinnace to the camp to inform De Soto of the situation. On the 31st the latter set out from Shaw Point with the main army,
went high enough up on Manatee River to ford it,
and circled round to the west, coming out on Terra
Ceia Bay, “the roadstead of the harbor,” on the
opposite side from the town. While R a n j e l says
that “they could not get around” this, he must mean
either that they did not have time that night or that
they had to be ferried across in the pinnaces, for the
next we hear of them they are in the town and Elvas
does not speak of any difficulty.
This site supplies us with all the swamps and
woods that the narratives demand, it is evidently
an old Indian location, there are several mounds and
one still of considerable height, there is said formerly to have been another of almost equal elevation,
and it is probable that buildings placed on these
would have been visible well down the bay The
river where Lobillo captured the women might have
been the Manatee if the shorter distance is correct
or the Little Manatee supposing the longer is more
nearly right.
It may be asked why the landing was not made on
43. While I have visited this site myself, I am indebted for a
complete plan of the mounds to Mr. Montague Tallant of
Manatee who supplied it to Mr. M. W. Stirling, Chief of the
Bureau of Ethnology.
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Snead Island and the long march around the Manatee obviated. But the Spaniards evidently had little knowledge of the country, there is no reason to
suppose that Anasco had remained long enough to
conduct a survey, and the Indians he had brought
away with him, the ones they used as guides, were
unanimously unfriendly.
The Spaniards were
anxious to land on the nearest suitable point and,
ignorant of the hinterland, believed they had found
it at Shaw Point where the land is high and near
to which extends a channel deep enough for the pinnaces and perhaps the caravels.
The evidence so far presented, so far as it has
any positive significance, points, then, to the east
side of Tampa or Hillsboro bays and compels us
to suppose that, since Hillsboro River is the most
remote that could have corresponded to the River
of Mococo, Ucita, the Port of Espiritu Santo, cannot have been farther up the bay than the town site
at the mouth of A l a f i a River. If Buckingham
Smith’s translation of De Soto’s letter is correct,
this point is indicated, but when we try to square
the data of the other narratives, particularly that
of Ranjel, with the Alafia or any other site north
of Terra Ceia, we immediately encounter difficulties, and strength is given to the emendation of that
letter which I have suggested.
Assuming the site to have been at the mouth of
the Alafia the landing must have been made between
Big Ben and Mangrove Point and there are not sufficient obstructions in the interior to account for a
circuit of twelve leagues. The only way this supposed landing could be lined in would be to imagine
that the army simply lost its way and ignore what
Elvas tells about “going around great mud flats
which come up from the bay.” We should also have
to suppose that the town was on the north side of
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the Alafia and the Alafia entrance “the roadstead of
the harbor” between it and the army.
The Bullfrog Creek site is worse since it provides
us with no adequate roadstead between the town
and an army approaching from the south.
The site at Cockroach Point or Indian Hill has
been suggested by earlier writers but it is subject
to all of the objections raised in the case of the site
last mentioned, and, moreover, the island on which
is the town site is too small to have accommodated
an army of five hundred men.
The above conclusions may now be summarized.
1. It is believed that De Soto’s landing place and
the Port of the Holy Spirit were not on Pinellas or
Interbay peninsulas for the following reasons:
a. There is no river north of them that may
in reason be identified with the River of Mococo;
b. The town called Ocita by Ranjel was evidently on the east side of the bay near its
entrance, it is unlikely that the two settlements
of this tribe were far apart, especially as the
hostile Mococo would, if Ucita were very far
up Old Tampa Bay, be thrown between, and
there is evidence that the two were near enough
so that one could be reached from the other
readily overland;
c. Back from the immediate neighborhood of
the coast the land on Pinellas Peninsula is high
and open, not presenting serious difficulties to
travel and there are no arms of the sea sufficiently deep to require the extreme detouring
indicated in the narratives;
d. A fourth point is the fact that Old Tampa
Bay was the seat of the Tocobaga tribe which
is first mentioned by name in the narrative of
Menendez’s visit to the west coast of Florida
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in 1567 The name is wholly absent from the
De Soto narratives which would indicate that
he did not come in contact with it.
2. Manatee River is too close to the sea to have
been the River of Mococo, and had the Spaniards
been obliged to cross it on their way north from the
port before reaching the River of M o c o c o , they
would not have failed to mention it, for it is too
large to have been ignored. It is a fair inference,
therefore, that the Port of the Holy Spirit was
north of the mouth of the Manatee.
3. H i l l s b o r o River is the river farthest north
that might correspond to the River of Mococo, and,
if it were identified with that river, the port, being
from four to eight leagues (10 1-2-21 miles) south
of it, could hardly have been nearer the head of
Hillsboro Bay than the mouth of the Alafia. The
wording of De Soto’s letter would place the site of
the port here if De Soto means by the “ancon”
Tampa Bay and the town “al cabo del ancon” is to
be placed twelve leagues (31 + miles) inland, it being necessary to assume that the Mococo Indians
lived on Hillsboro River. Apparent difficulties with
the text, however, make this interpretation uncertain, if not improbable. The town sites at the mouth
of the Alafia, Bullfrog Creek, and at Indian Hill
all fail to satisfy the conditions except for the supposed statement of De Soto, though the mouth of
the Alafia might be made to qualify as the “roadstead of the harbor.”
4. The town site on Terra Ceia Island satisfies
the requirements for the site of the Port of the Holy
Spirit in the following particulars:
a. It is a large Indian town site with several
mounds and one of these is still sufficiently
44. Woodbury Lowery, Spanish settlements in the United States,
1562-1574, pages 448-450.
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high to be called “a very high mount.” Elvas
speaks of only seven or eight houses in the town
but they must have been large or the materials
obtained from them would not have sufficed to
house the Spanish army. The amount of land
on this island is adequate for the force which is
supposed to have occupied it;
b. To the east lies Terra Ceia Bay which is
large enough to be identified with the “ancon”
at which the army arrived during their march
from the landing place;
c. Manatee River and its branches furnishes
the “great mud flats which come up from the
bay” and the distance around its lower reaches
corresponds closely enough to the circuit described by Ranjel;
d. S h a w Point supplies a suitable landing
place in the location demanded, and the distance
in a straight line from it to Terra Ceia is close
to the one given in the narratives;
e. The shoal water in front of the town and
all the way to the mouth of Tampa Bay answers
to the descriptions of the narratives;
f. It is in the region where the town specifically called Ocita, under the same native chief,
was apparently situated;
g. The Manatee or Little Manatee would supply the river mentioned in the account of Lobillo’s expedition.
It may be added that, so far as the landing on
Shaw Point is concerned, this hypothesis has the
eminent support of Buckingham Smith.
Almost the only difficulty in connection with the
above identification of this site is that raised by the
De Soto letter, and this, as has been shown, is not
certainly valid. Yet, if it were accepted to the exclusion of all the other evidence, it would not re-
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move the of this town from the east side of the
bay nor take it farther inland than Alafia River.
Another, but less serious, difficulty is occasioned
by the fact that, if the Spaniards started north from
Terra Ceia, they would have been obliged to cross
three rivers, the Little Manatee, Alafia, and Hillsb o r o , while only one is mentioned. If this were
actually eight leagues (nearly 21 miles) from the
headquarters, the River of Mococo would seem to
have been the Alafia, though it is a little farther
than that. The passage of the Hillsboro need occasion no particular concern as the Spaniards did
not have to cross it until they had gotten well inland
where it is small. The Little Manatee is easy to ford
except near its mouth. If they swung far enough
east to be able to ford the Little Manatee and Hillsboro, one wonders why they did not do the same
with the Alafia. However, this may be explained
by the proximity of the friendly Mococo town, the
presence of a number of Indian helpers, and perhaps the desire to remain in the neighborhood of
their friends as long as possible. The bridges were
probably not very elaborate affairs.
When facts are scanty and conclusions must
be reached by very delicate adjustments of those
few, one hesitates to express a too confident opinion
lest he convert hypothesis into dogma and arrest the
flow of investigation prematurely. In the preceding
discussion I have tried to make only such use of the
facts as seems fairly warranted, but, so far as they
go, they appear to me to indicate very clearly, (1)
that there are no good arguments for a location of
the port anywhere except on the east side of Tampa
Bay between the Alafia and Manatee rivers, and (2)
that the old Indian town site on Terra Ceia Island
seems best to satisfy the requirements for the Port
of the Holy Spirit and Shaw Point to satisfy best
the requirements for the place of landing.
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